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Chapter 18
Postcards and Chemistry Books
Immigrant Detention Literacies

Stephanie M. Madison and Mikel W. Cole
Amadi is in his early twenties and has travelled to the United States
from an African country. He and I are using a phone to talk because
we are separated by a thick pane of reinforced glass set in concrete. At
the time of my visit, he is being detained in a large immigrant deten
tion center for adult men.
Amadi comes from a country that has been in civil war for a long
time, and his family is from the half of the country not in power.
While studying chemistry in college, he worked as a mechanic in an
automotive repair shop. One day, the military walked into the shop
and accused them of working on a car that belonged to the rebels.
They shot his father and brother in front of him, bound him, and
carried him away where they tortured and sexually abused him. When
they were done, they threatened to kill him and his entire family if
they ever found him "causing trouble" again. For fear for his own life
and the lives of those he loved, he fled the country immediately.
Eventually, Amadi found a travelling companion and proceeded to
Ecuador with him. They travelled by foot mostly, sometimes catching
a ride from someone or taking a bus, as they moved from country
to country. They spent four days walking, sleeping on the ground in
the jungles of Panama. Remote though they were, they nevertheless
encountered trouble when they ran in to a group of violent men. His
money, passport, and birth certificate were stolen from him, and he
was beaten badly. Providentially, the Panamanian border officials had
previously insisted on making a photocopy of these documents, and
these copies, he kept.
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After a few months of arduous and dangerous travel, Amadi made
it to Mexico, where he found a convent that took him in and gave him
the first steady food and shelter he'd known since fleeing his home
country. He stayed with them for 18 days. Every day, they would
take 10 people to the border to seek asylum. When his turn came,
he presented himself at our border and requested asylum. He told
me the border patrol "wrapped him in chains," took the copy of his
documents, and loaded him onto a bus that drove everyone to a plane.
When he landed, he saw signs announcing the city and state where
he was being taken into custody. He has since learned the name of the
facility from signs posted on the walls.
Amadi had been detained for over two months at the time of my
visit, and he had yet to meet with an attorney. He complained of h a v 
ing chest pains, and two electrocardiograms confirmed he was having
heart palpitations. The facility requested a visit to a specialist, but so
far, Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) had not granted
that request. He was taking no medication nor receiving any other
treatment. Like every other detainee we've spoken to, he told me that
often he could not eat the food because "it is rotten." He said he had
only gone outside twice since he had been there because he was too
sad and "only wants to breathe the air of freedom, not live in a cage."
For fun, he read Plato and a chemistry textbook. During our c o n 
versation, I couldn't help but notice that he spoke casually in the way
poets write after many revisions. The chemistry book, in particular,
was a treasure to Amadi-at once an escape from the miseries of his
current confinement and a source of hope for the future of which he
still dreamed.
The profound humanity of this young man's resilience in the face
of relentless suffering is powerful, and yet, there are literally thousands
of similar stories from detainees who have been confined at just this
one facility. To understand the magnitude of this phenomenon and
the forces that make these stories increasingly common, we open this
chapter with a brief overview of immigration policy that explains how
the United States has become home to more immigrant detainees
than any other country in the world. We then consider the few pub
lished, scholarly glimpses of litera cy in immigrant detention centers
in the United States. Fmally, we provide reflections of our own experi
ences working in an immigrant detention center as a way to illustrate
198
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a few ways literacy operates in these spaces.
A Brief Overview of Immigrant Detention in the United States
In 2019 alone, the United States detained 510,580 immigrants and
asylum seekers. However, since 2004, the burgeoning criminal immi
grant detention system has imprisoned more than five million people
in total (Nowrasteh, 2020). The mass detention of immigrants in the
United States we see today is situated in the historical context of U.S.
immigration policies. Not only are today's policies a linear extension
of centuries of exclusion and criminalization, but the barriers to liter
acy in these spaces are also daunting because they are the instantiation
of a long-standing desire to "other'' particular groups of people in ways
that deny them the basic human rights afforded only some Americans.

The historical context of immigration policy: Racism and xeno
phobia. President John F. Kennedy famously dubbed this country a
"Nation of Immigrants." However, like many of our nation's imagined
ideals, the historical record finds our policies and practices have never
lived up to the tenets we champion as our most defining qualities.
Immigration to the United States has occurred in waves since the
17th-century, though First Peoples populated the continent for m i l 
lennia before that, including migrations into the Pacific Northwest
at least 14,000 years ago. European explorers and early colonies ap
peared along the Eastern seaboard in the early 1600s. This voluntary
immigration was coupled with the involuntary immigration of A f r i 
can slaves as early as 1607 (Landsman, 2006). Inequity in American
immigration practices is literally as old as the country itself.
Subsequent waves included Irish immigrants in the early 1800s,
Chinese immigrants in the late 1800s, and more recent waves from
Latin America. Immigration policies followed these waves, driven
largely by nativist and xenophobic sentiment. The Naturalization Act
of 1790 was the first federal immigration policy, and it granted citi
zenship only to "free, White males living in the United States for at
least two years."The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 banned an entire
nationality of immigrants and asylum seekers. Time and time again,
policies arose to target and bar entrance to the current wave of immi
grants, and instead provide access to predominantly White, Christian,
and wealthy individuals. Against this historical backdrop, President
199
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Trump's "Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the
United States"policy in 2017, the s o c-alled " Muslim Ban,"was simply
a continuation of a long history of targeted exclusion focusing on race,
national origin, and religion.

rence against terrorism. Over the next 6 years, the Immigration and
Naturalization Services budget tripled, and more than 500 anti-im
migrant state-level bills were passed (Douglas & Saenz, 2013). This
trend was compounded by the terrorist attacks on the World Trade
Center buildings in 2001 when President Bush established the De
partment of Homeland Security and Immigrations and Customs En
forcement, and Congress passed the PATRIOT Act. In 2006, depo r 
tation policy shifted to one of detention as "catch and release" became
"catch and detain." Currently, the United States operates over 200
immigrant detention facilities, with 70% of detainees held in private,
for-profit facilities. Today, the "Land of the Free"holds the ignomini
ous title of operating the world's largest immigrant detention system.

Image 1. A long history of immigrant detention. Angel Island, between 1910-1919

The contemporary context of immigration policy: From deporta
tion to detention. Immigration enforcement in the United States
has shifted dramatically in recent decades, with unprecedented l e v 
els of deportation marking a shift from a "Nation of Immigrants to
a Deportation Nation" (Rumbaut, 2014, p. 26). As policies of exclu
sion have multiplied, the numbers of undocumented immigrants have
risen, with roughly 25% of all foreign-born individuals in the Unit
ed States estimated to be undocumented. The xenophobic strands of
American society that have always existed are now especially focused
on the expulsion of undocumented immigrants in ways previously un
known. Now, even gainfully-employed undocumented individuals find
no shelter in employment. Rather, their workplaces are targeted sites
for the identification, collection, and deportation of undocumented
individuals (Douglas & Saenz, 2013).
The bombing of the World Trade Center in 1993 prompted Presi
dent Clinton to militarize the U.S.-Mexico border as a form of deter200

Image 2 . Contemporary immigrant detention, l\1cAllen, Texas 2018

Education and Literacy Instruction
Inside Immigrant Detention Facilities
There is a genuine dearth of literacy research in immigrant detention
centers. We hope that this chapter and this book reach the desks of
other scholars who are interested in literacy and attuned to the harms
present in the current state of large-scale, privatized detention of im
migrants in the United States. Recently, the editors of Reading Re
search Qyarterly (Goodwin &Jimenez, 2019) used their column to
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call for more research in these spaces:
... we add our frustration that individuals, particularly children, are not being
educated. Images, reports, and media coverage have suggested that these vul
nerable individuals remain in conditions that lack access to reading materials
or educational materials more broadly and that dehumanize immigrants such
that their identities and likely language and culture are undermined in ways
that will affect their long-term literacy learning. (p. 449).

The United Nations High Commission on Refugees (2018) found that
the educational needs of children and adults in these carceral spaces,
especially those in immigrant detention centers with fewer resources
and rights than the formal prison system, are urgent and supported
broadly by human rights guarantees. Their four principles largely re
flect our perspective, though we assert these are human rights, broadly
speaking, and not just relevant for children or refugees:
Education is a basic human right, enshrined in the 1989 C o n 
vention on the Rights of the Child and the 1951 Refugee Convention.
Education protects refugee children and youth from forced re
cruitment into armed groups, child labour, sexual exploitation and
child marriage. Education also strengthens community resilience.
Education empowers by giving refugees the knowledge and skills
to live productive, fulfilling and independent lives.
Education enlightens refugees, enabling them to learn about
themselves and the world around them, while striving to rebuild their
lives and communities. (paras. 6-9)

The lack of peer-reviewed scholarship in detention centers is com
pounded by a general lack of access to these spaces. Our own work
as volunteers inside an immigrant detention center is mirrored in the
reports of other volunteers who find it difficult to gain regular ac
cess to provide literacy programming (Chang, 2018; Chin, 2010). The
scant scholarship available documents that even access to basic library
services varies widely. For example, in Chin's (2010) survey of prison
facilities and library access, the few responses he received were from
places that housed only non-immigrant detainees. These facilities did,
however, house individuals found guilty of a crime in the traditional
judicial system. Thus, these facilities are in many cases required by law
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to provide library services whereas the largely privately-run facilities
that detain only immigrants have no such legal mandate. Further sup
porting these findings, Chang (2018) published a case study of six
recently-released immigrant detainees that focused on their prepara
tion and filing of defenses for their immigration cases. The portraits
compiled in this study documented a system full of inequalities and
widely disparate processes and outcomes, even within the same de
tention facility. Some of the participants attended a legal orientation
session upon arrival and made visits to the law library, but others did
not. Those with attorneys received translation services and were conse
quently able to submit the required documents on time and in English
as required by law. Also, the attorneys were able to explain everything
to the judge in English during hearings. Perhaps more importantly,
detainees with attorneys were more successful in not incriminating
themselves unintentionally. Multiple participants were presented with
self-incriminating forms to be signed on their first day in detention
and all reported being told that if they signed them they would be re
leased, only to find out it became a legal document used against them
in subsequent proceedings. Moreover, individuals without attorneys
often failed to submit required forms either because of lack of proce
dural knowledge, lack of English proficiency, or because of lack of first
language literacy.
Overall, these two studies paint what prison researchers charac
terize as "pixelated, disconnected snapshots" (Chang, 2018, p. 88). As
it stands, we know very little about literacy services and practices in
immigrant detention centers from the academic scholarship. In the
remainder of this chapter, we share our own observations as visitors
and volunteers in a large immigrant detention center. We have spent
more than a year working towards receiving the requisite background
checks, visitor applications, and trainings required to provide language
and literacy services in this facility. Thus, we share our personal obser
vations and reflections but are careful to distinguish this work from
formal, Institutional Research Board-approved research.
Our Positionality
As co-authors, we remain committed to centering the voices of inca r 
cerated individuals, but we are deeply aware that there are other c h a l 
lenges that come with doing this work. Some people may not safely be
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able to use their real name or share details of their story publicly. With
this in mind, we have made every attempt to share their stories as
authentically as possible while also acknowledging we are telling the
stories through the lens of our own interactions with these individu
als. As such, we approach our work cautiously with the understanding
that people of color have often been exploited and misrepresented in
white scholarship, that many times the perspectives of white research
ers are privileged over the voices of the people they research, and that
researchers' perspectives and positionalities are inextricably entwined
with the outcomes of their studies (Milner, 2007).
Milner provides a framework for conceptualizing the dangers of
ignoring the impact of researcher positionality: dangers seen, dangers
unseen, and dangers unforeseen. These dangers arise as researchers
make important design and implementation decisions without con
sidering the perspectives and interests of the participants and commu
nities they study. We would like to examine some of the applications
of this framework to the unique situation of our work in an immigrant
detention center. Below are examples, not exhaustive, of the ways in
which we remain vigilant about the influence of our positionalities as
both editors and volunteers working with vulnerable individuals in
carceral contexts.
• A seen danger is the racial, cultural, political, and historical
imbalance of power between us and the people with whom we
are working. Our privileges are vast, and we are keenly aware
of the white savior phenomenon (e.g., Brown, 2013) and the
harm done by researchers who pilfered the stories of the v u l 
nerable to make a name for themselves. Moreover, while privi
lege is often cast in capitalistic terms as something to spend or
something to hoard, it is also described in terms of a military
operation. White women, in particular, have routinely weap
onized their privilege during conflicts, real or imagined, with
people of color by skillfully positioning themselves as a helpless
victim. If privilege can be weaponized to maintain power with
in social structures, what if the opposite were also true? What
if privilege could be weaponized as a tool of sabotage, a way
of pushing the "self destruct" button on these same structures?
Gaining access to immigrant detention centers and hearing
the stories of the people experiencing detention means we can
204
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then take action to share the realities of the situation, formu
late plans to alleviate suffering, and, ultimately, work towards
abolishing detention centers altogether. Our hope is to shift
the imbalance of power and close the vast gap between o u r 
selves and the people we visit.
• An unseen danger is we don't know what we don't know. There
is not a well-established knowledge base for doing work in
these spaces. Even though we strive to be reflective, intention
al, and cautious in our work, we are certain to make mistakes.
There are individuals with whom we should speak to better
understand the realities of this space but that we do not know
about, and there are undoubtedly methods and interventions
that will prove more effective but for which there is no research
to guide us.
• An unforeseen danger is the possibility that our work will be
used to further limit the access to language and literacy resourc
es available to detained immigrants instead of offering more.
When we argue that literacy is a form of empowerment, it is
possible those in positions of power may then explicitly seek to
limit this form of empowerment. This outcome is a risk we are
willing to take after carefully weighing the potential benefits
against the potential harm of our work. Another unforeseen
danger is possible repercussions to individuals who shared their
stories with us. With this in mind, we tell the stories of those
who lived them while using our privileged positions as a shield.
We will continue to do so until it is safe for people experienc
ing detention to use their real names.
Carceral Literacies in an Immigrant Detention Center
Denying access to literacy education and practices in immigrant de
tention centers is one way that the history of xenophobic immigration
policy persists in the United States. Yet just as literacy can become
weaponized, the opposite is also true-literacy can become a tool of
resistance. It can be a way to restore human dignity instead of strip
ping it away.
Literacy practices encompass different ways of knowing, connect
ing, and navigating situations and contexts. Knowing where to look
for a sign on a wall, how to fill out a form, and who to contact for in205
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formation are literacy practices that remain shrouded in secrecy when
it comes to immigrant detention centers. These gaps in information
contribute to feelings of confusion and helplessness for detainees and
visitors alike. At the same time, the cards, letters, and drawings that
make their way to and from detention centers represent literacy prac
tices that empower.
When detention centers limit access to reading materials and e d 
ucational opportunities, they are limiting access to what is clearly a
valuable resource that benefits people experiencing detainment in
ways both tangible and intangible. For-profit corporations have l i t 
tle interest in spending money, time, or effort in these areas. As a
result, we have found that our offers to facilitate educational services
have been repeatedly ignored. Institutional arguments about cost are
countered by volunteers offering time and resources for free. Safety
concerns are addressed by background checks and volunteer training.
Books? We have friends who work in publishing. Lessons? Poets and
authors are eager to sit down with us in class. English language learn
ing? Years of experience and a dogged determination characterize our
approach to desperately needed English-language teaching in an im
migrant detention center.
The needs are vast and the solutions vary widely from one deten
tion center to the next, so we are careful not to assert that these stories
are representative. The following examples of carceral literacies in im
migrant detention centers are drawn from our time working with an
immigrant advocacy organization and participating in humanitarian
visits to immigrant men experiencing detention.
Literacies of Access. Literacy is an essential tool for accessing
those detained in immigrant detention centers and a critical tool for
those being detained to access legal and other services CTanks, 2000;
Morrell, 2015; Wilson, 2004). When volunteers visit with men ex
periencing detention, the first stop is the home base of the immi
grant advocacy organization. The organizers open the doors wide for
new and experienced volunteers alike. Snacks and coffee are always
available, and large windows let the sunlight in. Seated at a massive
kitchen table long enough to seat more than twenty people, volun
teers are briefed on how to behave in the facility, instructed on the
types of questions to ask, and given information about the man they
are scheduled to visit. They are prepared as much as possible with the

logistics, but it is difficult to prepare volunteers for the emotional toll
of a conversation held through a glass barrier with a staticky phone.
One of the most striking things about the detention center is how
to behave; gaining access for a visit is neither intuitive nor straight
forward. The literacy practices associated with visitation at a detention
center can be complex indeed. Families there to visit may not know
the identification number their loved one was assigned at the facility.
Family members may be hesitant to list their own address on the pa
perwork, especially if they marked the box indicating they were not a
citizen of the United States. The paperwork must be requested at the
front desk, a photo identification provided, and the dress code met.
Each and every time we have visited, we have helped someone in the
waiting area with these details. Sometimes we explain the process in
Spanish or fill out the form for a person who cannot read the small
print. Sometimes we listen to the story of how they located their loved
one and found their way to the facility. Always, the difficulty stems
from the cumbersome practices of gaining access to the coveted visi
tation room.
The literacies associated with access do not stop at the waiting
room nor do they only affect families and volunteers there to visit. The
men experiencing detention are also at a disadvantage. Because the
center is not required to share information with these men about their
cases, they rely on phone calls, visits, and letters to learn their status in
the process. Lawyers visit when they are allowed. Families and friends
offer information when they have it. Yet the lack of access to their
own documents is a profound barrier to men navigating the complex
immigration process.
The problem isn't only with the lack of information relayed to the
men in detention but extends to their ability to comprehend the pro
cess and their place in it. Time and again, these men have requested
help with their English development in order to understand what lit
tle paperwork is provided to them, as well as what the guards, lawyers,
and judges are saying in English around them. By withholding infor
mation and linguistic comprehensibility, the literacies associated with
immigration remain out of reach. Historically in the United States,
this is precisely where immigrants are intended to be othered, mar
ginalized, and beyond the reach of institutional supports.
Access to literacy education related to immigrants' rights and the
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legal process of immigration could be transformative for many experi
encing detention. The uncertainty and chaos often lead to anxiety and
despair. We have met with men who can no longer sleep due to con
stant worry about whether or not their children are getting enough to
eat. They are consumed by guilt and feelings of failure, exacerbated by
the uncertainty of when they would be released and where they could
be sent. We have also met with men who wept and were unable to
stop. One man was devastated because he could not get information
about his wife and daughter; he had convinced himself they had been
killed by gangs.
Conducting humanitarian visits allows us to bear witness to the
suffering. By bearing witness, we can offer kindness, strength, humor,
or shared sorrow. We can also pinpoint what is needed for these p a r 
ticular men in this particular space. In this case, they require knowl
edge and transparency. They require the literacy skills to communicate
in English, understand the immigration process, and identify their
options. And, they require access to legal and other key information
in a language they can comprehend.
Literacies of Empowerment. Literacy is much more than a skill
for gathering knowledge or accessing carceral spaces; literacy is funda
mentally a source of deep personal empowerment (Cummins, 2000;
hooks, 2014; Pytash, 2013). For people experiencing detainment, be
ing denied access to the language and literacy practices of their sur
roundings is intentional and by design. Seldom, if ever, are efforts
made to provide instruction that the detained immigrants so desper
ately need. However, the language and literacy practices that detained
immigrants already possess can serve a crucial role in restoring dignity
in a dehumanizing space.
One of the ways the men we visit are dehumanized is through the
loss of work and, as a result, their ability to provide for themselves
and their families. As many of the men were picked up by ICE while
working at their job, it is a particularly bitter pill to swallow. The im
pact of this loss of income is swift and severe. As family members and
children visit, a common topic of conversation in the waiting room is
money; for many, paying the bills and buying groceries have become a
constant worry, and an unexpected school field trip is enough to keep
them up at night. The stress, suffering, and sacrifices of families on the
outside are not lost on the men being detained. The feeling of failure

as a father, as a son, or as a partner can often become debilitating,
leading to depression grounded in helplessness and shame. We see
these feelings reflected in the tears on their faces every time we visit.
Jobs for detainees are common at detention centers, but the s i t 
uation is seldom clear-cut. Some detained men have reported they
have not been outside to the yard for weeks, because their shift in the
laundry room doesn't allow it. Some have said they work overtime
in hot kitchens, week after week, even though they have asked not
to be scheduled. Some have been placed in solitary confinement for
refusing to work their assigned job. On the other hand, some detained
men have requested a job and been denied. The guards and adminis
trators of the facility have complete control over these decisions, and
justification is not required. Even though the detained men are paid
very little for their work, often no more than a dollar per day, mon
ey is exchanged nonetheless. This money is essential for survival in
a detention center where the food is often inedible and commissary
snacks are the only way to stave off hunger. Phone cards to call family,
personal hygiene products, and stamps for letters all come from the
commissary. Without a job, these essentials are often unattainable.
And yet, we have met several men who found a way to reclaim
their sense of dignity through work on their own terms. These men
exchange their literacy services for products or credits at the commis
sary. They write cards and letters for fellow detainees, read the mail,
and manage the exchange of information between the men and their
families. Artists might contribute by adorning the card with a drawing.
In return, the men who have jobs trade items from the commissary or
transfer money to the accounts of the men doing the reading, writing,
and drawing. Literacy empowers by giving these men an outlet for
productive work. The tangible benefits, for both parties, are obvious.
The intangible benefit of allowing men to regain their dignity is an act
of resistance.
Literacies of Connection. At its core, literacy is the exchange of
ideas between an author and a reader, and literacy is a prima ry source
of human connection for individuals in carceral spaces (Appleman,
2013; Lankshear et al., 1994; Winn, 2019). Father's Day and Christ
mas are particularly difficult at detention centers. We have seen, time
and time again, men weep when telling us about their children and
the overwhelming hopelessness and defeat they feel by being sep-
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arated from them. Yet card-writing campaigns have provided these
men with words of encouragement and compassion as thousands of
h a n d -written cards, postcards, and letters make their way to the d e 
tention center.
Nationwide, immigrant advoca<--y groups, religious institutions,
and other organizations participate in various versions of card-writing
campaigns. The organizations provide instructions to ensure the cards
are compliant with the detention center rules, such as no stickers or
glitter, as well as emphasize special requests, such as cards written in
Spanish. The cards are collected and mailed in large envelopes so the
organization's volunteers can sort and forward the cards to people ex 
periencing the loneliness of detention instead of the warmth of their
child's hand held in theirs.
Some men have said they don't always understand the words writ
ten in a language other than their own, but cherish them all the same.
They tell us how they spread the cards on their beds and look at them
over and over. They say the cards serve as tangible proof that someone
is thinking of them and they are not forgotten. Even men who have
been deported have said these cards remain their treasures, still revis
ited often as a reminder of kindness in a place of darkness.
One weekend at the immigrant advocacy center, a family with
small children, their mother, and their grandmother appeared at the
door. The grandmother's primary language was Spanish, who, after
hearing about the postcards and letters sent to the men experiencing
detainment, stayed up late into the night writing one card after the
other. She wrote with tears in her eyes, knowing that her words would
be held in the hands of a heartbroken person. She prayed over the
cards before handing over the stack. The act of putting pen to paper
was an act of resistance to the loneliness and despair of the detention
center; this grandmother was determined to bring light in.

Literacies of Access. Knowledge of literacies of access was de
manded of this young man long before he reached the U.S. border.
Not only did he need to possess a passport and birth certificate, the
additional hidden copies that Amadi possessed proved invaluable af
ter the originals were stolen during a mugging in the jungle. Knowing
that he needed to make them and keep them hidden were additional
practices required to ensure he made it to the United States with the
documents he would eventually need for an asylum request.
On his way to the United States, Amadi travelled through m u l 
tiple countries on multiple continents. The ability to find and com
municate with fellow travellers, to try to avoid criminals and official
personnel, to find work, food, and shelter, and to negotiate moments
of being apprehended all required him to employ multiple languages
and considerable wit. He had to rely on the institutionalized knowl
edge and relationships in place at the convent in Mexico in order to
make an official attempt to request asylum and he had to rely on the
foresight of the policy in Panama that serendipitously ensured he had
a photocopy of his documents. It was Amadi's lack of knowledge of
U.S. Customs practices that contributed to his incarceration when he
presented himself at the border, as he was unaware of shifts in policy
that changed the risks associated with requesting asylum under the
Trump administration. His ability to read English signage enabled
him to know where he was being detained, but lack of access to an
attorney left him under-informed about the status of his legal case.
In fact, it was only through the institutionalized practices of a local
non-profit that we had access to visit him to hear his story.
Literacies of Empowerment. Access to books was a godsend for
Amadi; his chemistry book, in particular, was a tangible source of pride,
connection to his home, and a source of hope for the future. He told
me he wanted to someday be a chemist in the United States, but that
even if deported, he planned to be a chemist wherever he lived. Espe
cially because his depression kept him isolated from other detainees,
books like the volume of Plato provided a welcome respite from the
sufferings of his imprisonment and loneliness. Nonetheless, lack of
access to a library and restrictions on how books can be purchased for
detainees were structural barriers to the pleasure and promise of books
for him.
Literacies of Connection. Amadi's only communication with his

Concluding Thoughts
There are undoubtedly more literacies being practiced in the immi
grant detention center where we work and at other detention centers
across the country, and these categories are early conceptions with
which we are still wrestling. In closing, we would like to consider
some of the ways we see these literacies at work in the story of Amadi,
whom we introduced at the beginning of this chapter.
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